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The Company Is 
Moving from High 
Growth to Operational 
Efficiency

Startups thrive on innovation, disruption, and rapid growth. 
Many founders are exceptional at driving this momentum but 
may struggle with the structured processes, financial discipline, 
and operational rigor required to scale efficiently.

As companies mature, the focus shifts from expansion to 
operational excellence, sustainable profitability, and long-term 
strategy. A professional CEO with expertise in scaling businesses 
can bring the necessary structure, systems, and governance to 
ensure long-term stability.

02
Investors or the Board Are 
Pushing for Leadership 
Changes 

In venture-backed or public companies, investors and board 
members have a vested interest in long-term success. As a 
company reaches new levels of complexity, boards may prefer an 
experienced executive to lead the next phase of growth.

If investors begin to push for changes in leadership—whether 
due to market conditions, financial concerns, or a belief that the 
founder lacks the necessary skills to scale—the founder must 
assess whether they are truly the best fit for the role.

5 Signs It’s Time  
for a CEO Transition

While there is no universal formula for when a founder should 
step down as CEO, there are common indicators that signal it 
may be time to bring in new leadership. These include:
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03
The Founder Is 
Feeling Burnt Out or 
Disengaged

Many founders dedicate years—if not decades—to building their 
businesses. While this commitment is admirable, burnout is real. 
As companies expand, founders often find themselves pulled away 
from the aspects of the business they love (innovation, product 
development, or customer engagement) and into areas they may 
not enjoy, such as financial oversight, regulatory compliance, and 
HR management.

When passion fades or daily responsibilities become a drain rather 
than a source of energy, it may be time to step into a different role, 
such as an Executive Chairman or Board Advisor, and allow a CEO 
to manage day-to-day operations.

04
Scaling the Company 
Requires Expertise 
Beyond the Founder’s 
Capabilities

Many founders are visionaries, but scaling a business requires a 
different skill set. Managing a 50-person startup is vastly different 
from leading a 5,000-person organization.

As the company reaches new levels of complexity, it often 
requires expertise in:

• Global expansion
• Regulatory compliance
• Mergers and acquisitions
• Financial structuring
• Talent management at scale

If the founder lacks experience in these areas and struggles to adapt, 
it may be in the company’s best interest to bring in a CEO with the 
operational and strategic know-how to lead at the next level.

05
Leadership Challenges 
Are Hindering Business 
Growth

A founder’s leadership style may be well-suited to an early-
stage startup but less effective in a mature business. Signs that 
leadership challenges are limiting growth include:

• High employee turnover due to poor leadership alignment
• Difficulty attracting senior executive talent
• Struggles in making long-term strategic decisions
• Internal conflicts with investors, the board, or key stakeholders

If leadership is becoming a roadblock rather than an enabler of 
success, founders should consider whether a new CEO could be the 
catalyst for stronger performance, growth, and stability.
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About Egon Zehnder

Egon Zehnder is the world’s preeminent leadership advisory 
firm, inspiring leaders to navigate complex questions with 
human answers. We help organizations get to the heart of 
their leadership challenges and offer honest feedback and 
insights to help leaders realize their true being and purpose. 

We are built on a foundation that supports partnership in the 
truest sense of the word and aligns our interests with the 
interests of our clients. Our 600 consultants across 67 offices 
and 36 countries are former industry and functional leaders 
who collaborate seamlessly across geographies, industries 
and functions to deliver the full power of the Firm to every 
client, every time. 

We partner closely with public and private corporations, 
family-owned enterprises, and non-profit and government 
agencies to provide executive search, leadership solutions, 
CEO search and succession, board advisory, and diversity, 
equity & inclusion. 

Our services include discovering leaders, developing 
leadership, advancing governance, shaping successions, and 
unlocking transformations. We partner with Mobius Executive 
Leadership to offer highly experiential, personalized and 
transformational programs for senior leaders. 

We believe that together we can transform people, 
organizations and the world through leadership.

For more information, visit www.egonzehnder.com and follow 
us on LinkedIn.
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